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Abstract 
Literature has often discussed the relationship between teaching as profession and a high level of stress. Personal work style, 
maintaining discipline in the classroom, the need to adapt to changes in educational system, inadequate working conditions are 
only few determinants identified. Our study aims are to specify the relationship between defense/coping mechanisms in different 
conditions of stress developed by special education teachers and the burnout phenomenon. Scales for identifying the satisfaction 
at work, the level of stress, the defense mechanisms and the Maslach Burnout Inventory were used. We applied the mentioned 
instruments for a group of 120 teachers active within special education system.  
 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of  Dr. Zafer Bekirogullari of  Cognitive – Counselling, 
Research & Conference Services C-crcs. 
Keywords: special education teacher; coping strategies; stress management; burnout; quality of work; quality of life 
1. Main text  
The issues broached within the study hereby are the level of professional satisfaction and the professional 
stress, as well as the relation between the two dimensions while referred to the defense of coping strategies 
pertaining to the teaching staff active within the special education system. There can be noticed an empirical 
inclination to label the teaching career – particularly regarding those involved in special education – as featured by a 
high degree of professional satisfaction that also meets a high professional stress level. In terms of how applicable 
are these indicators and how explicit the interactive connections between satisfaction and professional stress degree 
measurable at special education specialists, the answers would be successfully used as valuable feedback for human 
resources management in special educational units. The main motivation for proceeding to this study was the fact 
that special education system in Romania has been scarcely investigated from psychological and professional point 
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of view. Most of the researches on the teaching staff have especially focused on some social issues or teaching 
methods and significantly less on psychological aspects as: “what are the actual motivators for working with 
impaired children”, who are those choosing a career in special education field, what is the impact - positive or 
negative – that a teacher can have on the impaired children. All these questions could also trigger multiple answers, 
opinions and attitudes, while some of them also may - more or less - closely broach the sheer reality. 
Our work is meant to debate the complex issues of professional satisfaction as experienced by the teaching staff 
active within the reformed educational system in Romania, therefore implicitly regarding the special education. The 
numerous and so fast-spinning social, political, economic and technological changes require extremely extensive 
abilities and competencies from a teacher. The educational system today requests visionary grasp, future-oriented 
education, while this trend also imposes a physical and psychological pressure on those activating in this field. 
Our aim here is to identify the level of professional satisfaction, stress, the defense and coping mechanisms that 
these teachers rely on, thus meanwhile we will consistently try to define the aspects to be improved. In this respect, 
we agreed on the following objectives:  
1) Identifying the specific of satisfaction and professional stress related to the teaching staff in special 
education; 
2) Identifying the defense and coping mechanisms the teaching staff in special education; 
3) Proposing some methods for improving their activity or for removing the identified problems; 
 
In order to achieve the above-mentioned goals, we worked out the following hypotheses: 
 
1) We presume that, the higher is the satisfaction degree related to work, the lower the stress level is expected; 
2) We presume the existence of a correlation between the stress level experienced by the teaching staff and the 
duration of their service in the field; 
3) We presume that significant differences exist between the level of professional satisfaction and professional 
experience of the teaching staff within the special education system; 
4) We presume the existence of a correlation between the stress level experienced by the teaching staff and the 
defense and coping mechanisms they use.  
 
The present study has focused on 120 persons. In terms of the specific features, the tested group is defined 
by the following indicators:  
- gender: 83% females, 17% males; 
- geographical distribution: Bucharest, Ploiesti, Constanta, Buzau. 
- age: 22 – 63 years old 
- teaching experience: 1-38 years of service 
At the moment of undergoing the present research, the participants were employed within the special schools 
in Romania. The surveys were accomplished in the special schools or by filling in the questionnaires at home. 
 
Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample of teachers 
 
Statistics 
  
Experience as teacher Age 
Valid 120 120N 
Missing 0 0
Mean 10.0500 36.5667
Median 8.0000 36.0000
Std. Deviation 8.31810 9.72110
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The sample group has been assessed by using the following measurement tests and surveys: 
- Maslach Burnout Inventory, (Maslach C. Jackson, S.E., 1981). Burnout assessment has been applied on the 
three dimensions of the scale: emotional burnout (EE), depersonalization (DP) and cognitive achievement in 
terms of efficiency and professional accomplishment. A high burnout level is revealed by increased scoring 
of the burnout subscales (e.g.: “I feel over exhausted because of my work”, “I feel simply depleted”, “at the 
end of my work program I feel like a squeezed lemon”) and depersonalization subscales (e.g.: “I truly don’t 
care what happens to some of my students”).  As answering tool we used a 5-steps Likert scale: 1-very 
rarely, 2-rarely, 3-seldom, 4-frequently, 5-very frequently. The advantage of this scale consists in its 
flexibility as related to the vast variety of answers, this way diminishing the risk of obtaining the same 
answer from most of the surveyed persons; 
- Job Satisfaction Survey – Global (Lamond and Spector, 1999). This survey is composed from items 
concerning the professional activity of the inquired person. By means of accumulation, 9 dimensions form 
the global level of professional satisfaction. These dimensions are payment-wage, promotion-opportunities 
(as well as the expectations of being promoted), supervising, benefits-perks, instant incentives, work 
environment, relations among the teaching community, nature of activity, communication-efficiency level of 
communication; 
- COPE inventory (Carver, Scheier and Weintraub, 1989) is an instrument for coping strategies assessment. 
This inventory contains 60 items, while its scales are focused on positive interpretation and growth, metal 
disengagement, focus on emotional expression, using the social support, active approach, denial, religious 
approach, humor, behavioral disengagement, restraining, using the social and emotional support, acceptance, 
suppressing the concurrent activities, planning; 
- Defense Style Questionnaire (DSQ-60, Thygesen, Drapesu, Trijsburg, Lecours, de Roten, 2008) is a 
psychometric tool for assessing the self defense mechanisms. The questionnaire contains 60 items focusing 
in altruism, passive-aggressive, suppression, sublimation, splitting/other, rationalization, humor, projection, 
reaction formation, self-observation, denial, devaluation of other, projective identification, dissociation, self-
assertion, omnipotence, acting-out, devaluation-self, fantasy, withdrawal, intellectualization, splitting/self, 
displacement, repression, idealization, isolation, help-rejecting complaining, undoing, anticipation, 
affiliation. 
 
 We intend here to offer a concise reflection of the professional satisfaction degree as experienced by the 
teaching community in the special educational system of Romania, therefore we will present a synthesis of the 
answered questions with a regard to the external and internal satisfaction/no satisfaction main sources of their 
work. Amongst the positive and often mentioned aspects, we counted the close collaboration with co-workers 
(69,7%), the nature of their work (working with children with special needs seems challenging to teachers – 
82,10%), safety of work (60,6%), physical conditions of work (85,7%) and organization (educational unit) where 
they activate (76,8%). Out of the respondents’ answers, it results that one of the professional satisfaction reasons 
consists in the very specificity and utility of their work - “the opportunity to help children”, “the given possibility 
to personally and professionally develop”. At the opposite side, the sources of disappointment and even 
frustrations that the participants referred to are insufficient staff related to the great volume of children with severe 
special disablement (67,10%), poor payment (82,10%), scarce resources of the schools (73,10%).  
 After processing the provided data, we set as a conclusion that the causes of professional non-satisfactory 
status are associated with the factors generating professional burnout. The analysis of these results shows that 
emotional burnout keeps one of the most important places within the professional burnout process, while this 
situation has been stressed not only in our research, but also by some other studies issued by researchers of Europe 
and USA. 48,3% of the sample teachers of our research prove that their stress degree is over the average level and 
18,33% of them have a high level of emotional exhaustion. But, emotional burnout and depersonalization do not 
influence significantly, in a negative manner, on the feeling of professional involvement and satisfaction. Anyway, 
only 30,4% of the teachers state their low degree of professional satisfaction related to the nature of their work. We 
are thus enabled to notice that, in spite of the expressed emotional burnout, only a non-representative ratio of the 
sample teachers show consistent demotivation and decreasing level of professional involvement.  
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Table 2. The relationship between stress and professional satisfaction 
 
Correlations 
  
colleagues benefits supervision constraints conditions volume 
Pearson 
Correlation 
-.532** .244** -.340** -.336** -.402** -.331**
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .008 .000 .000 .000 .000
total. 
stress. 
score 
N 120 120 120 120 120 120
 
The data obtained and processed by our study also confirm the results of some other researches concerning 
the relationship between stress and professional satisfaction of active teachers. Although the teachers 
participating to this research perform within the special education system, therefore experiencing additional 
professional stress because of children’s special needs, yet we cannot speak about the major impact that a low 
stress level might have on a high level of professional satisfaction. 
 The correlations mainly brought to our attention by the present research are those regarding stress and some 
specific subscales (co-workers, benefits, surveillance and volume). Out of these correlations, we reach the 
consideration that the relationship between stress and the professional level degree is being featured by the work 
hierarchic relations as well as by the organizational specificity. The teachers in special education field expect that 
stress and benefits relationship should rely on a positive correlation, on a rather double cognitive-attitude 
implication: those obtaining greater incentives suffer from a higher stress level and other way back. We think that 
the relationship between the stress level and the supervision activity is also essential for a teacher. The part of 
supervision in physical manifestations of stress seems to be influenced up to 12%.  
 On associating stress and work volume association as well as stress and work conditions, we can complete 
the conclusion that less work means less stress, the same as less stress means better work conditions. We also 
think that the correlation between stress and co-workers subscale is particularly interesting. In the meantime, the 
high stress level may be caused by poorly accomplished relations with co-workers, because either the relationship 
with their fellows teachers or the relations with their managers are of essence. 
We decided to split the sample group of teachers in three subgroups, thus to have the full opportunities of 
proving the hypothesis concerning the relationship between stress and professional experience: the first group 
consists in teachers with a teaching experience under 5 years, the second group contains teachers with a 3 to 10 
years of teaching experience and the third group is formed of teachers with more than 10 years of teaching 
experience. We chose this research manner especially to verify if the teachers with more experience in working 
with children with special needs have developed strategies and mechanisms for managing stress more efficiently 
than those with less teaching experience.  
The analysis of our research results demonstrates that the hypothesis of a stress-professional experience 
correlation is not valid. Neither the organizational constraints are correlated with the experience level, nor some 
significant differences exist among the three groups of sample teachers: entry-level experience, average 
experience and great experience. Yet, a negative correlation shows between the work volume and professional 
experience. Out of our research, it comes that the teachers with more experience involve less or assume less 
responsibilities than those with junior experience. This specific situation can be explained either from 
organizational management point of view (that can dramatically influence the availability of assuming 
responsibilities) or from demotivational psychological perspective (there are more activities that the more 
experienced teacher has little interest in and seems less appealing to accomplish). 
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Table 3. The relationship between stress and work experience 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4. Anova –relationship between stress and work experience 
 
Multiple Comparisons 
Dependent Variable:total.stress.score 
 
 
(I) work 
experience 
(J) work 
experience 
Mean Difference 
(I-J) Std. Error Sig. 
5-10 years -.7077 3.97744 .997up to 5 years 
over 10 years -.1037 3.29371 1.000
up to 5 years .7077 3.97744 .9975-10 years 
over 10 years .6040 3.76886 .998
up to 5 years .1037 3.29371 1.000
Hochberg 
over 10 years 
5-10 years -.6040 3.76886 .998
 
 
Correlations 
  total stress 
score 
work 
experience constraints volume 
Pearson 
Correlation 
1 -.012 .334** -.331**
Sig. (2-tailed)  .897 .000 .000
total.stress. 
score 
N 120 120 120 120
Pearson 
Correlation 
-.012 1 .029 -.193*
Sig. (2-tailed) .897  .755 .038
work. 
experience 
N 120 120 120 120
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The hypothesis that highlights professional experience as a discriminatory factor for profession level has 
been tested by the same means as the statistic procedure: one-way Anova and splitting the sample group in three 
classes by professional experience. The results showed that there are significant differences regarding the 
professional satisfaction level related to the experience achieved in the field. The post-hoc results proved that the 
groups experiencing the highest professional satisfaction are those with average and great professional 
experience. Considering these elements, we could reach the conclusion that “long-time exposure” to recuperating 
and educating children with special needs creates satisfactions or motivations that lead to satisfaction. 
 
We proceeded to calculating the correlation “r” coefficient, in order to prove the hypothesis of existing 
relationship between stress level and the coping mechanisms. 
 
Table 5. The relationship between stress and coping strategies 
 
 
The data show that significant correlations show between the stress endured, on one hand, and the three 
types of coping strategies, on the other hand, therefore our hypothesis is partly confirmed.   
Regarding the defense and coping strategies, out of the COPE inventory results that very keen differences 
are shown in terms of the frequent using of stress management strategies by the teachers with more experience when 
compared to the teachers with less professional experience. The most significant coping strategies used by our 
sample group are: 
- Mental disengagement, more frequently used by more experienced teachers as compared to the less 
experienced ones (p<0,001); 
- Self-restraining – avoiding involvement strategy used more by the less experienced teachers (p<0,000); 
- Behavioral disengagement – avoiding strategy mainly used by the more experienced teachers than by the less 
experienced ones (p<0,005); 
- Suppressing of the concurrent activities – more frequently used by the specialists with less experience in 
comparison with the more experienced ones (p<0,005); 
- Planning - strategy mainly used by those with extensive experience than by the teachers with less expertise 
(p<0,005); 
- Searching for social emotional support - more frequently used by the specialists with less experience in 
comparison with the more experienced ones (p<0,001); 
- Searching for instrumental social support - more frequently used by the less experienced teachers compared 
to the more experienced ones (p<0,002); 
 
The analysis of our research results points that teachers with a greater experience in education and 
recuperating children with special needs activate active coping strategies more often (“alert”, problem-oriented 
status), while those with less professional experience resort significantly more often to expressing emotions 
(emotions-oriented coping strategies). 
 
Literature of expertise broaching the stress matters and the defense and coping mechanisms clearly draws a 
distinction between the two types of strategies. In this respect, coping mechanisms are considered as conscious 
Correlations 
  
coping focused 
on problem 
coping focused on 
emotional avoidance coping 
Pearson Correlation .213* .198* .231*
Sig. (2-tailed) .022 .034 .013
total.stress.score 
N 120 120 120
939 Ruxandra Foloştin ̆a and Loredana Adriana Tudorache /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  69 ( 2012 )  933 – 941 
strategies for problems solving, as they are achieved later during the lifespan, thus resulted from life experience and 
preceded by defense mechanisms under full development since the very first months of human life, then continued 
during childhood, teenage period and adulthood, while each of these stages of human development have specific 
defence mechanisms. Another scientific view approaches defence mechanisms and coping mechanisms as 
continually and mutually interactive, as each defence mechanism has a correspondent coping mechanism. A 
comparative analysis of these two pshychical defence types can point out the keen matter of them. Defence 
mechanisms, also known as „defense compulsions”, are unconscious, automatic, rigid and constraining. They distort 
reality and allow the obtaining of benefits through a serial of side-strategies. On the contrary, the coping 
mechanisms are conscious, flexible and reflexive, they allow making choices oriented both to present reality and 
future and meanwhile, they mean efficient ways for solving the general problems of life (Craúovan, D.I., 2011). As 
we have in view the same considerations, we also want to highlight what types of defense mechanisms pertain to 
teachers working with students with special needs. The significant results for our sample group showed the 
following features: 
- Altruism - adaptive strategy used more frequently by the teachers with extensive experience compared tot 
those less experienced (p<0,001); 
- Suppression – more frequently by the teachers with extensive experience compared tot those less 
experienced (p<0,005); 
- Sublimation - adaptive strategy used more frequently by the teachers with less experience compared to those 
with average or great professional experience (p<0,005); 
- Rationalization – a strategy more often relied on by the less experienced teachers in comparison with the 
more experienced ones  (p<0,002); 
- Humor – adaptive strategy used by 76,8 % of our sample teachers (p=0,05); 
- Self-observation - adaptive strategy  used more frequently by the teachers with less experience compared to 
those with average or great professional experience (p<0,005); 
- Self-assertion – adaptive strategy used more frequently by the teachers with less and/or average experience 
compared to those with average or great professional experience (p<0,001); 
- Undoing – obsessional strategy more often used by the teachers with average or great professional 
experience (p<0,005); 
- Anticipation - adaptive strategy used more frequently by the teachers with extensive experience compared tot 
those with less or average professional experience (p<0,000); 
The outcome of the data processed by us shows that teachers working in special educational system 
generally use adaptive defense mechanisms as well as mechanisms belonging to obsessional and neurotic levels, 
at a rather lower scale.  
 
Table 6. The relationship between stress and defense strategies 
 
Correlations 
  
adaptive level 
neurotic 
level 
obsessional 
level 
Pearson Correlation .447** .436** .301**
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .001
total.stress.score 
N 120 120 120
 
Data outcome in our survey demonstrates that meaningful correlations are to be noticed between the stress 
pressure and the defense mechanisms, therefore we plainly proved true our hypothesis starting from the presumption 
of existing correlation between stress level as experienced by teachers in special education system and the defence-
coping mechanisms they use. As coping strategy for working in stress conditions, the teachers in special education 
system use active coping as well as the emotions-oriented coping, while in terms of defense mechanisms, they most 
often rely on adaptive, neurotic and obsessional mechanisms. 
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 Our research clearly pointed out the usefulness of exploratory surveys meant to highlight the stress factors 
within schooling organization, as well as the effect of suffered professional stress and the defense-coping strategies 
used by the teachers working in the special education system of Romania.  By identifying the major stress factors in 
the special schools, we also stroke out the dynamics of burnout, the correlations interacting within these factors as 
well as the strategies of stress management effective in burnout preventing.  
 Meanwhile, we are aware that the validity of our research is respectively limited, because the sample group 
of participating teachers is not representative at the national scale, while most of the attendants are women. 
Therefore, we also presume that, related to their own specificity, in some other schools, the hierarchy of stress 
factors impact may be meaningfully different. Moreover, the dynamics of changing educational system in Romania 
– most of the times sheerly impredictable changes – urges us to take into consideration the predictive validity of 
some of this research results. For these reasons, in our future surveys, we have in view a more extensive research of 
larger sample groups of teachers, both from urban and rural areas, from different zones of the country and from vast 
types of schools – special and integrated educational units. In this specific and ellaborated manner, on the grounds of 
a wide research with ecological value, we will be enabled to determine an even more accurate ratio of the stress 
factors in school environment that lead the teachers to professional burnout and non-adaptive behavioral reactions. 
We can see the difference between coping mechanisms used by young teachers and experienced teachers, 
from prevalent positive techniques (as anticipation and social coping) which help an adaptive or constructive coping 
strategies to avoiding strategies (as disangament at mental and behavioral level) .  The presence of abstaining in the 
young teachers coping strategies make us to consider that the avoiding style is built in time because of system 
constraints. Planning (thinking about how to confront the stressor, planning one's active coping efforts) as an active 
coping technique of experienced teachers is the key of explaining the adaptative mechanism of avoidance/ 
decommitment. DSQ results confirm the assumption above. 
Most authors prefer to establish an organizational stress management strategies depending on the level at 
which they are located. Generally are drawn two levels: organizational and individual capabilities, first being 
dependent of organizations, second, of the capabilities and resources of the individual. "Le Blanc, Jonge, Schaufel 
(2000) ... complete with a third dimension: the interface between the organization and individual" (Zlate, M., 2007, 
p.594). 
Studying the offer of training courses for teachers, we see that there is only interest in the professional 
development of teachers at the organizational level. Are prevalent trainings addressed to formal and cognitive side 
of profession.  Sometimes we can identify trainings for emotional intelligence including methodical aspects.  
Inclusive the quality policies developed in the school education system and quality indicators aimed at only 
those aspects (scientific development, methodical preparation). 
As solution we propose an institutional policy focused on career management  and personal counseling 
services for teachers, developed at national, regional and community level with specific goals. 
Poor rewards identified in this study take three main forms: an inadequate salary, lack of esteem and 
respect at work (including poor support and unfair treatment) and, finally, poor job security and poor career 
development opportunities.  
Additional we must develop strategies for personal stress management, cognitive-behavioral techniques 
and ways for resilience at organizational sphere of institutions of education. Based on the coping resources to 
develop personal skills of problem solving and social-organizational level – is important to optimize supportive 
relationships and opportunities to participate and to influence processes of decision making within the school. 
We can help a person to deal with suppressed feelings, first creating an open and accepting environment 
where not external reasons to remain are suppressed. Non-formal activities, team buildings can enhance the feelings 
of belonging to the group, valuing people and personality, optimizing the potential and creativity. We believe that 
non-formal activities must involve students, parents, community overall in special programs developed by each 
school.  
For reducing stress and for a good mental and physical shape and because a significant percentage of 
schools have facilities proper gyms or halls, an exercise program can be implemented with minimal cost by each 
schools.  
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